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Welcome to “Land Office Seminar A” presented by the Kentucky Secretary of 

State’s Office at the American Association of Professional Landmen Spring 

Seminar, March 3, 2011, in Pikeville, Kentucky. 
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Kentucky’s system of land appropriation was established by King George III of 

England.  The warrant, entry, survey, and grant process is still in effect today 

under Chapter 56 of the Kentucky Revised Statutes. 
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The King addressed land appropriation in his Proclamations of 1754 & 1763. 

Complete text of both proclamations is included on the Kentucky Secretary of 

State’s Land Office website under “Legislation,” “Virginia & Old Kentucky 

Patents” channel. 
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According to the King’s Proclamation of 1763, settlers’ claims were confined to 

the area east of the Proclamation Line.  The area west of the Line was reserved 

for Native Americans. 

Treaties with Native Americans, the impending War of Independence, the desire 

for a “fresh start,” and the potential for extensive land speculation were among 

the factors that encouraged land agents and settlers to cross the Proclamation 

Line into the western territories—including Kentucky.   
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To further establish he was in charge of land appropriation, rather than surveying 

companies and speculators, King George III announced the process for paying 

soldiers who had served in the French & Indian War and Lord Dunmore’s War in 

his Proclamation of 1763.  Soldiers were to be issued  bounty warrants that 

authorized land surveys; the amount of the acreage was determined by the 

soldier’s rank and term of service. Warrants could be assigned or used by the 

soldier’s heirs. Warrants did not identify a specific location. 

 

Warrant 473 was issued to David Thompson, assignee of William Smith, heir-at-

law of James Smith, Jr. The Warrant authorized a fifty acre survey within “any 

county” of the Commonwealth of Virginia for Smith’s service as a Private in a 

Company of Rangers commanded by Col. William Phillips in the late War 

between Great Britain and France, according to law and the terms of the King of 

Great Britain’s Proclamation of 1763. This warrant was not issued for service in 

the Revolutionary War. The soldier who was paid for his service was James 

Smith, Jr., not David Thompson. The date the warrant was issued also indicates 

James Smith, Jr., was deceased by February 24, 1780.  

 

Several hundred warrants, issued for service in the French & Indian War and 

Lord Dunmore’s War, authorized patents in Kentucky. Those patents are 

available online under the “Virginia & Old Kentucky Patents” channel of the 

Kentucky Secretary of State’s Land Office website.  
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At the close of the Revolutionary War, most colonies devised a system for 

paying their soldiers with bounty land warrants rather than money. A Military 

District was established in the area South of Green River in Kentucky and along 

the Little Miami River in Ohio for soldiers who had served in the Virginia State 

Line or Virginia Continental Line. Veterans from other states could not use their 

military bounty land warrants to patent land within those areas. The Kentucky 

Military District was opened to settlers who met age & residency requirements in 

1795. At that time soldiers from other states, as well other settlers, could patent 

land under the non-military “South of Green River Patent Series.”  

 

To research the  locations of military districts, the availability of records, and the 

names of thousands of veterans, we recommend “Revolutionary War Bounty 

Land Grants Awarded by State Governments” by Lloyd Bockstruck. 

 

Please note the southern boundary line separating (what was then) Virginia and 

North Carolina extends to 36 degrees, 30 minutes latitude. Patents were issued  

by Virginia and Kentucky in the area that would later become northern 

Tennessee. Under the terms of the Compact with Tennessee, the early patents 

were declared valid. Over 4300 Warrants, Surveys, & Grants for Tennessee land 

were issued by Kentucky Governors before and during boundary negotiations. 

Those patents are filed in the “South of Walker’s Line Patent Series” and are 

housed in the Kentucky Secretary of State’s Land Office. Complete text of the 

Kentucky-Tennessee Compact is available on the Land Office Website,  under 

the “Reference Library,” “Legislation,” “South of Walker’s Line” channel. 
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From 1772 to 1776 the area now known as Kentucky and portions of West 

Virginia and Virginia were identified as Fincastle County. The size of the county 

was problematic for settlers needing to travel to the county seat at Lead Mines. 

In 1776 Fincastle County was divided into three counties:  Kentucky, 

Montgomery, and Washington. Please note the latter two counties are not the 

same Montgomery and Washington counties that were established inside 

Kentucky borders in 1797 and 1792 respectively.  

In 1780 Kentucky County was divided into three counties:  Fayette (county seat: 

Lexington); Jefferson (county seat, Louisville); and Lincoln (county seat, 

Harrodsburg).  All three counties converge in  Frankfort where Benson Creek 

flows into the Kentucky River. (The Kentucky History and Holiday Inn are in old 

Fayette County. As you look across Kentucky River, the area left of Benson 

Creek is old Lincoln County; the area right of Benson Creek is old Jefferson 

County.)  Franklin County was formed in 1795 out of Mercer (daughter of 

Lincoln), Shelby (daughter of Jefferson), and Woodford (daughter of Fayette) 

counties. 

Researching county formation dates is critical when studying all aspects of 

Kentucky History & Land Title. The “County Formation Table” is available on the 

Secretary of State’s Land Office Website under the “Reference Library” Channel. 
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After the Revolutionary War, the Virginia government approved laws that 

determined land appropriation in Kentucky in an effort to: (1) reduce litigation & 

disputes; (2) encourage land acquisition; and (3) generate tax revenue for 

reduction of the public debt. 

 

It is interesting to note the same system of governmental land appropriation 

employed by the King of England was adopted by the Virginia Government after 

the Revolutionary War. The same system of land appropriation adopted by the 

Virginia Government was adopted by the Commonwealth of Kentucky after 

statehood in 1792. 
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Warrants authorized by the King’s Proclamation and certain Entries were 

declared valid under Land Law A approved by the Virginia General Assembly 

thus permitting the completion of unfinished patents. 
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Settlers in Kentucky prior to January 1, 1778, who had planted a crop of corn or 

who had resided in Kentucky for at least one year prior to January 1, 1778, were 

entitled to a 400 acre Certificate of Settlement.  (This is frequently called a “corn 

and cabin claim.”) 

 

Settlers who wanted more than 400 acres could purchase an additional, and 

adjacent, 1000 acres by purchasing a Preemption Warrant. The Warrant would 

follow the same patenting process as all other warrants. 

 

Persons who had settled in Kentucky after January 1, 1778, could purchase a 

400 acre Preemption Warrant that included their settlement. 

 

Early Chop Claims were addressed with 1000 acre Preemption Warrants. 

 

Settlement claims “trumped” military claims. 

 

To research “Certificates of Settlement” and “Preemption Warrants,” access the 

“Certificates of Settlement & Preemption Warrants Database” on the Kentucky 

Secretary of State’s Land Office Website. 



11 

According to the Virginia Land Law of 1779, Land Commissioners were to be 

appointed to hear claims and resolve disputes involving land ownership in 

Virginia’s western counties, one of which was Kentucky. 

 

Authorizations by the Land Commissioners may be viewed on the “Certificates 

of Settlement & Preemption Warrants” channel of the Kentucky Secretary of 

State’s Land Office Website. The site links to scanned images of patent files in 

the Virginia & Old Kentucky Patent Series. 

 

Entries in the Land Commissioners’ Journal, often called the “Doomsday Book,” 

are also available on the “Certificates of Settlement & Preemption Warrants” 

channel. 
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The Virginia Land Law addressed speculators and other individuals desirous of 

appropriating land in Kentucky, but who did not meet military or settlement 

criteria, with the establishment of Treasury Warrants. Thousands of acres in 

Kentucky were patented by Treasury Warrants purchased from the Virginia Land 

Office. It was not uncommon for speculators to purchase multiple Treasury 

Warrants then hire an agent to travel to Kentucky to select land for patenting.  

Land Office Staff have seen notations on the back of Treasury Warrants that 

declare the purchaser would assign half the land to the agent if the patent 

cleared and wasn’t challenged. 
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Land areas occupied by Native Americans were declared “off limits” for patenting 

as well as the 200,000 acre grant issued to Richard Henderson & Company and 

the area northwest of the Ohio River. The Land Law further established the 

Kentucky Military District for Virginia veterans of the Revolutionary War. 
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The minimum acreage awarded by Virginia for service in the Revolutionary War 

was 100 acres.  Some states limited the allowance to 50 acres. 
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A  study of the “Revolutionary War Warrants Database,” maintained by the 

Kentucky Secretary of State’s Land Office, generated this statistical analysis of 

the number of warrants issued per military rank. 
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Bounty Land Warrants issued to Virginia veterans of the Revolutionary War, their 

heirs and assignees authorized patents in Ohio as well as Kentucky. 
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This map depicts the various districts in Ohio including the Virginia Military 

District. For more information regarding the usage of military warrants in Ohio, 

contact the Ohio Historical Society in Columbus, Ohio. 

 

Note:  We have found some veterans, heirs, and assignees split the acreage 

allotted by the Military Warrant to patent land in both Military Districts. For 

example, if a Virginia veteran received a bounty land warrant for 6000 acres, he 

or his heirs/assigns may have patented 2000 acres in Kentucky and the 

remaining 4000 acres in Ohio.  Warrants did not define a specific tract; the text 

of the warrant simply instructed the surveyor to survey a specified amount of 

acreage in one or more tracts inside the Military District. Since Virginia had two 

Military Districts, the bounty land warrants could be divided between Kentucky 

and Ohio. 
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One of the terms of Kentucky’s Compact with Virginia stipulated patents issued 

by Virginia Governors inside Kentucky territory, prior to statehood, were to be 

honored.  There are 9441 patents in the Virginia Patent Series; documents are 

housed in Frankfort, Kentucky, in the Secretary of State’s Land Office. 

 

 



Original records, such as Warrants and Surveys, and copies recorded in Land 

Office Survey Books & Grant Books were transferred (in trunks) from Richmond, 

Virginia, to Frankfort, Kentucky, under various legislative Acts approved by both 

states. 
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Original land patent records, including those that pre-date Kentucky’s statehood 

in 1792, are now housed in the Land Office in the Capitol Annex in Frankfort, 

Kentucky. Under the direction of the Secretary of State, millions of records have 

been cleaned, deacidified, laminated or mylar encapsulated, microfilmed, and 

secured in binders. Currently the records are being colorscanned for state-of-

the-art preservation and online access. Data is indexed on ACCESS software 

then converted to SQL for online record searches for many of the patent series. 
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Warrants are the first step in the land patenting process. 
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Warrants do not define a particular location. Warrants simply authorize the 

county surveyor to survey no more than the allotted acreage stated in the text of 

the warrant. 
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Warrants were assignable—in whole or in part.  Assignments are usually written 

on the back of the Warrant.  Land Office Staff have seen assignments cover the 

entire surface of the Warrant—the back and along the margins on the front. 

Additional assignments may be recorded on separate documents.  During the 

research phase of document preservation, staff of the Kentucky Historical 

Society identified the patents authorized by many of the warrants; those 

numbers are included on the back of the warrant. 
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Entries call “dibs” on property until the actual field survey is made by the County 

Surveyor or Deputy. Entries do not convey title. If it appears the land has been 

previously patented, in whole or in part, the Entry is usually withdrawn or 

amended. 
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In this instance Thomas Kennedy withdraws 100 acres of a previous entry then 

files an entry reserving 100 acres in a different location for field survey. 
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Once again county formation dates must be accessed to determine where an 

Entry may have been recorded.  For example, Entries for part of early Pike 

County could have been recorded in the county surveyor’s office in Fayette 

County (1780-1786); Bourbon County (1786-1789); Mason County (1789-1800);  

Floyd County (1800-1822); and Pike County (after 1822).  

 

Many questions regarding land title in Kentucky can be traced to the failure of 

mother counties to transfer land records to daughter counties and the lack of a 

master patent map maintained by Virginia and/or Kentucky that identified 

patented properties. Such a map could have prevented the issuance of “junior” 

patents. 
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The third step in the patenting process is the field survey conducted by the 

county surveyor or his deputy. 

 

Surveys do not transfer title; surveys may be assigned. 

 

Although many researchers find entries and surveys in County Surveyor’s 

Books, title cannot be implied.  All steps in the patenting process must be 

followed. It is possible the person for whom the survey was made transferred the 

tract to another person who later received the Grant or the survey was never 

completed.  Fees may not have been paid or it was determined the land was 

owned by another individual. 
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Under the authorization of the Warrant, or a combination of Warrants, the 

County Surveyor or his Deputy conducts the Field Survey. Equipment may 

include a transit to determine the arc and a compass to determine the bearing 

mounted on a tripod or Jacob’s Staff.  Two chainmen (CC or CM) measure the 

distance in a process known as “chaining.” A pole or rod is 16.5’. A four-pole 

chain was 66’ in length; a two-pole chain was 33’. (The same method of 

measurement is utilized during today’s football games.)  A  Housekeeper (HK) 

observes the survey for procedure and a Marker (MK) blazes the trees or plants 

the stakes at the corners. Occasionally the Agent, Director, or Pilot accompanies 

the Survey Team to the field and assists in the surveying process. 

 

A statement of magnetic variation is included on many of the surveys, including 

those recorded in the Virginia Patent Series. 

 

With the exception of the Jackson Purchase, Kentucky lands were measured in 

metes and bounds. The Purchase area was mapped in Ranges, Townships, and 

Sections in 1820 shortly after the land was acquired from the Chickasaw in 

1818. 
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A number of Surveys conducted by Daniel Boone are included in patent files for 

the Virginia & Old Kentucky Patent Series available on the Kentucky Secretary 

of State’s Land Office website. 

 

This particular Boone survey was conducted June 12, 1785, for Henry Bell under 

the authorization of a Treasury Warrant “duly entered.” The county is identified 

as Fayette and the watercourse as the “Cantucke” (Kentucky River).  Boone 

conducted field surveys in old Fayette & old Lincoln counties. 

 

Thomas Marshall, SFC or “Surveyor of Fayette County,” examined the survey 

for recording.  (The second letter in the abbreviation beside the surveyor’s 

signature varies according to the name of the county.) 
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The final step in the land patenting process is the issuance of the Grant signed 

by the Governor or Lt. Governor of Virginia (prior to June 1, 1792) or by the 

Governor or Lt. Governor of Kentucky (after Kentucky’s statehood, June 1, 

1792).  Title is conveyed when the Grant, syn. Patent Deed, is issued.   

 

Patent files in the Virginia Series include Grants signed by Governor Thomas 

Jefferson and Governor Patrick Henry.  The most recent Grant was signed in 

2000 by Kentucky Governor Paul E. Patton; the patent is filed with the County 

Court Order Patent Series. 

 

Subsequent conveyances of “patent deeds” are filed on the county level in the 

county clerk’s office. Most are recorded in Deed Books. There is no central 

registration of Deeds in Kentucky. When a disaster occurs and records that 

haven’t been preserved on microfilm are destroyed, the information is lost—and 

the scope of the disaster is amplified for generations. 
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The Grant bearing the Governor’s signature and state seal are issued to the 

patentee.  A copy of the grant is recorded in the Land Office Grant Book.  Early 

in the history of land patenting, legislation was approved that stated the governor 

did not have to sign the  Grant Book recording. 

 

The online images of land patent files include copies of the entry in the Land 

Office Grant Books as the original Grants are not available. 

 

The description in the Land Office copy of the Grant may differ from the Field 

Survey due to clerical errors. In those instances, researchers should use the 

Survey description. 
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The “Quick-Guide: Kentucky Land Patent Series” provides a short summary of 

each of the patent series.  Patent files are housed in the Capitol Annex in 

Frankfort and are maintained by the Office of the Kentucky Secretary of State. 

 

Complete text of legislation creating each patent series is available in the 

“Legislation” Channel of the Kentucky Secretary of State’s Land Office Website 

under “Reference Library.” 

 



33 

The gray-shaded area depicts the Virginia Military District in Kentucky reserved 

for Revolutionary War veterans, heirs, and assignees. The Chickasaw Indian 

Nation owned the lower half of the Jackson Purchase area until 1818. The entire 

area was mapped by Ranges, Townships, & Sections in 1820. Patents in the 

Jackson Purchase area are available on the Secretary of State’s Land Office 

Website under the “West of Tennessee River Military” and “West of Tennessee 

River Non-Military” channels. Both websites link to colorscanned images of 

patent files. The “West of Tennessee River Non-Military Database” also links to 

the Loughridge Map depicting the township in which the patented land is 

located. 

 

The Cherokee Indian Nation ceded a portion of southeastern Kentucky in 1805 

in the Treaty of Tellico. Land Patents in that area are filed in the Tellico Series 

established in 1810 by the Kentucky General Assembly. The Kentucky Secretary 

of State’s Office plans to launch the “Tellico Database”, complete with images of 

patent files, later in 2011. 
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In this portion of our presentation we discuss other resources for studying  

Kentucky land records. 
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Most conveyances after patents are issued are recorded in county deed books. 

The chain-of-title may trace back to multiple counties due to county formations. 

A County Formation Table is included on the Kentucky Secretary of State’s Land 

Office Website under the “Reference Library” channel. 

 

Mineral Leases and Severances are recorded in deed books or in separate 

volumes in the county clerk’s office.  
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Properties have been sold by court-ordered commissioners since Kentucky was 

a part of Virginia. The County Clerk organizes the Deed Room, including the 

filing of records.  Some counties record Commissioners’ Deeds in 

“Commissioners’ Books”; other counties may incorporate Commissioners’ Deeds 

in deed books. Over time, some Commissioners’ Deeds may have been 

recorded in both systems. 
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If an individual dies intestate, the court may appoint neutral parties, known as 

Processioners, to divide the land owned by the deceased among the heirs. A 

map depicting property division is usually filed by the Processioners.  

Processioners’ Books are housed in the county clerk’s office. Processioners’ 

records may also be included in deed books in the County Clerk’s Office. 
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Wills can be a valuable resource for studying Kentucky Land Title. 
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When a land patent is issued, the wording on the Grant automatically conveys 

title to the patentee and his/her heirs.  If the patentee sold part or all of the 

property before his or her death, the land is no longer available to his or heir 

estate. 



Other information regarding land title may be located in court cases, mining 

information, and revenue files. 
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This patent map, constructed by noted historian Neal Hammon, depicts early 

patents in Shelby County. As patents are added, overlaps (or shingling) may 

occur. Such overlaps may result in litigation to determine rightful owners. 

(Research tip: If a patent map depicts overlapping claims, court records could be 

a valuable resource for affidavits, maps, judgments, etc.) 
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Patent Maps are not always constructed for title purposes. Researchers, such 

as historians and genealogists, plot land patents so they may walk the land their 

ancestors walked when they first came to Kentucky.  Be forewarned, the 

process of creating a “patent quilt” can become addictive! 



44 

In this short Bibliography we list a few of the books and publications that may 

help you with your research. 



45 



46 

Tax Lists are a valuable resource for studying land ownership, property location, 

and patent history.  An article regarding the significance of Tax List Research is 

posted on the Kentucky Secretary of State’s Land Office Website under the 

“Reference Library” channel. 



In 1830 Elijah Combs, Sr., reported ownership of seven tracts on the North Fork 

in Perry County for taxation purposes. All tracts were assessed as second-rate-

land--not prime land but still tillable. Three of the parcels were “Entered by,” 

“Surveyed for,” and “Patented to” Elijah Combs prior to 1830.  Four of the 

parcels were “Entered by,” “Surveyed for,” and “Patented to” H. (Henry?) Combs 

prior to 1830. 

 

Since the County Court Order Patent Series wasn’t established until 1835, a 

study of older patent series, such as the Kentucky Land Warrants Series and the 

South of Green River Series, is recommended.   

 

Perry County Deeds citing Elijah Combs as Grantee, and H. Combs as Grantor, 

may also prove useful.   

 

Perry County was formed in 1822 out of Clay and Floyd Counties; the chain of 

title may lead to those counties or their parent counties. County formation also 

affects the name of the county cited in the patent. 
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Microfilm of Tax Lists may also be available at a local public library. If not, the 

library may be able to arrange an inter-library loan of microfilm from KDLA. Each 

roll of film is limited to a particular county; multiple tax years are included on 

each roll.  Tax Lists range from the year the county was created through the mid-

1880’s, however some years may be missing due to failure to submit reports, 

lost records, etc. 
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Kentucky is a state-land-state; the Commonwealth determines the land 

appropriation process and maintains patent records.  

 

The United States Bureau of Land Management is the repository for information 

regarding federally-issued land patents in public domain states. Kentucky Land 

Patents are not included on the BLM Website. 



We invite you to visit the Land Office Website hosted by Secretary of State 

Elaine N. Walker.  

 

Open the various channels and sub-channels to access online information and 

images of many of our land patent files. 
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Thank you for accessing our online presentation entitled “Land Office Seminar 

A.”   

 

We invite you to download “Land Office Seminar B” and the accompanying 

supplemental notes as we complete our program for Title Researchers in 

Eastern Kentucky. 
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